AEUB credibility on the line, minister says
Premier defends regulatory agency spying on landowners monitoring power line route
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SHERWOOD PARK - As controversy continued to swirl around the Alberta Energy and Utility Board's use of private investigators to spy on potential dissidents, the province's energy minister said Wednesday the board will have to answer some questions. 

<>"I will take the opportunity to discuss the situation with the board," Mel Knight said. "It is imperative that Albertans see the AEUB and the regulatory process as neutral. 

"We won't let this lie around too long," said Knight.

But Premier Ed Stelmach defended the energy regulator's decision to hire the investigators.

The AEUB admitted this week to hiring four private investigators to blend into a crowd of people watching ongoing hearings on a large screen TV set up in the Rimbey Recreation Centre, 145 km south of Edmonton.

Because of disruptions at earlier hearings in Red Deer, the AEUB had banned the public from attending hearings on a proposed Edmonton-Calgary power transmission line being held in a nearby courthouse.

As an additional measure, the AEUB hired private investigators to blend into the crowd and assess potential threats.

The investigators told landowners concerned about the proposed lines that they were also landowners.

One investigator who gained their trust subsequently joined in on conference calls. At least one call involved landowners and their lawyers discussing legal challenges to another power line that would export Alberta electricity to the United States.

"We are going to do something," said Donald Bur, a lawyer who was involved in one of the conference calls monitored by private investigator Donald MacDonald.

That could involve a court challenge. The eavesdropping incident brings into disrepute the neutrality of the AEUB hearings and brings the AEUB itself into disrepute, Bur said.

"We are in the process of preparing a response now. There are a number of lawyers and clients who are extremely angry and disappointed about this process. This is simply is the wrong thing for the AEUB to have done."

Two other organizations with interests in the Rimbey hearings say they have never resorted to similar measures.

"We do not rely on the use of private investigators," said Leigh Clarke, a senior vice president for AltaLink, the company that would build the proposed power line.

"We wouldn't do it either," said Ally Sutherland, a spokeswoman for the Alberta Electrical System Operator. The agency oversees Alberta's power grid.

Premier Ed Stelmach defended the AEUB's decision to hire private investigators to infiltrate the group of frustrated landowners.

As the NDP called for the government to sack the AEUB officials responsible for the "spying outrage," Stelmach said the investigators weren't snooping.  

He reiterated the AEUB's statement that investigators were needed to gauge the potential of the landowners getting violent, and noted the apparent threats.

"Whether real or not, there was some people to insure there wasn't any harm done to the members of the AEUB," the premier told reporters after a Sherwood Park luncheon speech.

<>The proposed 500,000-volt power line would snake west of QE II Highway between Calgary and Edmonton. 

The AEUB has justified the hiring by pointing out that a Red Deer public hearing in April was marred by yelling and physical confrontations.

However, an AEUB official said it wasn't in the investigators' mandate for one of them to pass himself off as an aggrieved landowner.

David Eggen, the NDP energy critic, said the impartiality of the regulator has been tainted by the investigators, and Energy Minister Knight should fire the AEUB employees responsible for the decision to use undercover agents.

"Nothing less than the legitimacy of government is at stake here," Eggen said. "Ordinary people bringing their objections and concerns to the AEUB shouldn't be treated like terrorists."

Liberal MLA Hugh MacDonald called for the whole regulatory process on the transmission line to be restarted. He asked how much taxpayers' money was spent on hiring the private investigators.
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